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Dedicated to spreading love and appreciation 
for Alya Cesaire, the Let 5 Pounce Zine 15 a source 
of positive, lighthearted content that embraces every 

wonderful part of her character. 


With the goal of raising her up and showing how great of 
a character Alya is, we believe we’ve outdone what we 
set out to do as we poured our hearts into recognizing all 
equally important aspects of Alya: the reporter, the sister, 

the daughter, the best friend, the girlfriend, and, last but 
not least, the hero. 


Thank you to all who will support this passion project, 
and an even bigger thanks to those that made it possible! 
To our moderator team, our 21 artists, and our 8 writers: 
thank you for your time, effort, and patience as we 
worked to get this project completed! 


We couldn’t have done it without you! 


xes 


— Jets 5 3 TR un NG 


9 
3 e 


- NAN 


J RT Ca ^ you 5 VS ME pe, 7 : 
Med ' ١5 your E صن جا ل | ض‎ Volpina / AS» 
JAN = > work best ith Q^ the Fear 


Me Nov dal s! personal | he csi 


ot ANA e vog 


at IS N vun For d. 4 
hat ww ld ("s ike to = 
yes ck Dick امه‎ 


€ Nw 8# | eam ang 


NT Secrets = ms 


da Ve Y think 


Cesatre Night In 


JaymeLee 


"Behave yourselves. Don't give the twins too much sugar. Nora, don't 
let them watch anything bloody. Alya, make sure Nora sticks to that. Ella, Etta, 
don't cause too much trouble. Remember to clean up any messes you make, 
and all of you, try to not stay up too late, okay?" 

“We know, Mom,” Alya assured Marlena, hugging her. 

“I know you know, but it makes me feel better to say 1t. Don't forget, 
there’s extra candy in the stash for tomorrow morning or after dinner, provid- 
ed no one throws a fit, and the Brodeurs agreed to be an emergency number if 
needed.” 

“And that's on the fridge?” Nora asked. 

“Yep. Love you all! See you in a few days, after the conference." 

“Love you too!” Alya moved to hug Otis. “You two be safe too.” 

“Of course," Otis promised. “Love you girls.” 

“Love you!” the girls chorused. 

Marlena and Otis shuffled out, waving as they closed the door. The mo- 
ment it latched, the twins rushed across the apartment to the living room win- 


dow to watch them leave. 


“So what are we doing first?” Alya asked, turning to the twins with her 
hands on her hips. 


“Pillow fight!” Etta called, running towards the couch. 


The other three Cesaire children gave answering yells of delight, moving 
to follow. Ella darted to her and Etta’s bedroom, yelling about grabbing extra 
pillows. 

Meanwhile, Alya and Etta had started a full out war in the living room, 
hiding behind furniture and throwing pillows with no regard. Nora was no- 
where to be seen, probably getting her own stock of pillows. 


“Ella! I need help! Alya has all the pillows!” Etta called, poking her 
head above the end table. 


"Coming!" Ella dashed across the floor, dropping a pillow and sliding on 
it for the final stretch. “What's our strategy?” 


"Hey! Who said we were doing teams?!” Alya called, a pillow landing 
just off to the side of the twins’ hiding place. 


“We did!” they called back together, laughing. Etta grabbed the pillow 
Alya had just thrown at them and added it to their stack. 


“PI go around to the left and distract her, you circle around on the right 
and get her, okay?" 


“Okay,” Ella agreed. The twins split, “sneaking’ around the living room. 

“Tm going to get you!” Etta shrieked on the other side of the couch. 

“Not if I get you first!” Alya called back, laughing as she blocked a 
strike with her own pillow. Ella tiptoed around behind Alya, lifted her pillow 
high to attack, and brought it down. “Ah! You got me! Nooooo!” Alya stag- 
gered against the couch, pulling her shield pillow up again. 


“Mwahaha! You're trapped!” Etta giggled victoriously. 


“Am 1?” Alya lowered her shield enough to let them see her raised eye- 
brow. 


Ella and Etta glanced at each other, then back at Alya. "What do you 
mean?” 


“I have my own team!" 
“I got you!” Nora called, scooping both of them up. 


“No! We were so close!” Ella lamented, slumping in Nora’s arms. 
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“And now we’ve got you!” Alya said triumphantly, pulling her pillow up 
and starting to poke them with it. 


“No! Stop it that tickles! Alya!” Ella started wiggling, trying to slip out 
of Nora’s hold. 


“Run, Ella! Run and come back for me with more pillows!” Etta yelled. 


“You want more pillows? [ll give you more pillows!” Alya laughed, fo- 
cusing her tapping on Etta. 


Meanwhile Ella slipped past Nora’s arm, landing softly and then taking 
off. “You haven’t won yet!” 


“She’s getting away!” Alya called, abandoning her attack on Etta to 
chase Ella. “Now where did she go?" 


“She’s behind the movie shelf." 


“No! Run, Ella! Nora just gave away your location! Run!” Etta wiggled 
out of Nora’s hold, snagged one of the pillows from the older girls’ stash, and 


ran over to distract Alya. 


Ella slipped out from behind the shelf, grabbing a pillow and joining 
Etta. This time, they were watching their backs. 


“Alright!” Alya yelled, shielding the attacks. “Alright! I surrender! What 
do we want to do next?" 


“I wanna watch a movie!” Etta said, lowering her pillow. 
"Who's turn 15 it to pick the movie?" Nora asked, dropping a pillow onto 
Ella’s head. Alya took her chance to move across the room, away from the 


twins and back into her pile of pillows. 


“Mine!” Ella called, catching Etta’s as it slid off her head and redirecting 
it at Nora. 


“No, I’m pretty sure it’s Alya's," Nora countered, dodging the pillow. 
“Watch out, little spider!” 


Ella turned, just in time to duck Etta’s projectile. “Hey! I thought we 
were on a team!” She picked it up and lobbed it back at her twin. 


“I picked last time.” Alya ducked under the back of the couch, popping 
back up armed. “It should be your turn, Nora.” 
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“Well in that case..." 


“Not again!” Etta landed a pillow on Nora’s arm. “We watch that every 
time you pick!” 


"I haven't even told you what I want to-” 
“Noraaaaa! We always watch Rocky, or one of the sequels!” 


“They are right,” Alya said, cocking a hip and resting her weapon under 
her arm. “You're past predictable here.” 


Nora raised an eyebrow at Alya. “I am not.” 
“Yes you are.” The twins said in unison. 


“Come on Nora! Can't we watch something like Mecha Monkeys vs. 
Cyber Sharks 3?” Etta begged. “All the big kids watch it!” 


“Which is exactly why we aren't watching 1t," the ‘big kids’ replied 
tersely. 


“Awwww!” 


“Nora, any other ideas?” Alya asked, pointedly ignoring the twins’ whin- 
ing. 


“Trying to think of one that won’t be too much for them.” Nora tossed 
another pillow at Ella. Ella, in true pillowfight form, grabbed it and swung it at 
Alya. 

"Hey!" 


And they were off again, ducking around the couch and the kitchen bar, 
launching pillows back and forth with shrieks of revenge. 


“Watch the flowers!” 
“Watch your back!” 


“Okay, yeah, that was my bad. Hey! I thought we weren’t doing teams 
anymore! You can't gang up on me!” 


“Watch us!” 


"Hey! yi») 


I2 


“I got ıt!” Nora called. "Get over here guys, we're watching cartoons!” 


"But we wanna watch big kid shows!” Ella flung the two pillows in her 
hands at Alya, bounding over to Nora. 


“Yeah! Cartoons are boring!” Etta added. 


"Real people shows are more boring though, aren't they?” Alya asked, 
joining them, four pillows in her arms. 


The twins pouted at her, but nodded after a moment. “I guess that’s 
true.” they turned to Nora, smiling again. “So what are we watching?!" 


"American cartoons! Those ones are super fun, remember?” 


“Oooh! Yes yes yes! American cartoons are the best!” they squealed, 
rushing to grab blankets and pick seats on the couch. 


“Good job,” Alya held out a fist for Nora as Ella ran back into the living 
room, trailing a blanket as she did so. 


“I did have you to practice on.” Nora shrugged, tapping it. "Nice pull, 
reminding them how often they complain about live-action being too boring.” 


“They’ve done it to me often enough. Do you have a cartoon in mind or 
did you just decide American and leave it at that?" 


“I was thinking one of the superhero ones. You've probably instilled 
your love of superheroes into them.” The comics on the end tables pushed her 
point. 


“Well someone had to.” Alya shrugged, though not without a small bit of 
pride. “Imagine how dull life would be without superheroes!” 


“Alya! Nora! Come on! We want to watch the movie!” Etta reminded. 


“Coming!” Alya called, turning her head slightly. “You get the movie I 
get the snacks?” 


“Works for me, sis.” Nora winked at her, then turned. “Alright pip- 
sgueaks! Who's ready to watch a movie?!” 


Alya shook her head as she moved to the kitchen. It was going to be an 
Interesting weekend. Just like every one. 
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Starlit Conversations 
InkJackets 


Rena Rouge stumbled through her bedroom window and collapsed onto 
her bed. She de-transformed back into Alya and groaned as fatigue overcame 
her. Her phone, which had materialised once more, started pinging like cra- 
zy. She dragged an arm out from underneath her to turn off the impatient noise 
and allowed herself two whole seconds of rest before hauling herself to an 
upright position. She dug her fingers into her eyes in an effort to rid them of 
tiredness, dislodging her glasses in the process. She picked up her phone and 
winced at the sudden glare before attending to the messages, which were all 
notifications from the Ladyblog with people asking her for updates and her 
opinion on the most recent akuma attack. 


She scrolled through them for a moment in disbelief. She had liter- 
ally just defeated the akuma, how was she supposed to have an update al- 
ready? She sighed. It wasn’t like her followers knew who she was. Smacking 
her cheeks in an effort to wake herself, she dragged herself over to her desk, 
plonked herself in her chair, and furiously typed away at a new article. She 
needed to appease her insatiable audience. However, no more than ten minutes 
had passed when her mum called her. 


“Alya!” she yelled from downstairs, “Do you mind putting the twins to 
bed for me?” 


Alya's eyes flicked to her calendar. She slumped. Great, of course today 
also happened to be her day for chores. 


It was 9pm by the time Alya managed to get back to her room. 
11pm by the time she posted her article. 


lam by the time she finished her homework. 
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Alya crashed into bed and willed sleep to drag her into its comforting 
darkness. 


She willed again. 


She rolled over and closed her eyes once more. 


Sleep wasn't coming. 


She opened her eyes and watched the clock slowly tick the night away, 
leaving her behind. 


Alya groaned and sat up. Her face felt itchy and puffy, and there was a 
dull pounding behind her eyes. She jealously eyed Trixx, curled up and fast 
asleep on the pillow next to her. Alya sat in the quiet darkness for a moment 
before slipping out of bed and padding over to the window. She slid it open 
and let the cool night air wash over her. She breathed in deeply. 

She suddenly felt wide awake. 

“Trixx,” Alya poked the little fox kwami. 

“What,” Trixx moaned, not happy at being woken up. 


“I’m going to head out for a bit.” 


The little fox god blinked his sleepy eyes. “It’s a bit late to be heading 
out, isn’t 1t?" 


“I just need a bit of fresh air, I won't be long." 


“Wait, no,” Trixx said, fully awake now, “I meant it’s a bit late to be 
heading out as Alya, isn’t it?” There was a mischievous glint in his violet eyes. 


"But Ladybug forbade us from going out alone as Rena.” 
Trixx grinned. “And when has Alya Cesaire ever cared about the rules?” 


Alya blinked. A smile dawned on her face. 
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“Hey, Trixx? Let's pounce!" 
E MEE MEE: 


Rena leapt and bound across the rooftops of Paris, letting the cool night 
air wash away her insomnia. She relished in the newfound energy the night 
had given her, and she steadily increased her pace to a flat out sprint. This was 
the first time she had ever gone out alone, and it was exhilarating. Adrenaline 
flowed through her veins and her muscles pumped with exertion as she shim- 
mied up a high building to dive off the other side. 


She was a mere orange streak against a midnight sky. 


Eventually, her lungs started to ache and her muscles began to protest. 
She came to a stop on the Eiffel tower. Wide-eyed, breathless, and with a rac- 
ing heart, she looked out over the view. An indescribable feeling came over 
her. She had the whole of Paris to herself. She felt overcome with emotion. 
She laughed at herself — maybe she was just overtired. 


she stretched up to the stars and took a deep breath 1n, slowing her 
pounding heart on the exhale. She could still feel a dull ache at the back of her 
head and the slight itch of tiredness in her eyes, but at least she was at peace. 


She nestled herself into a corner of the iron lattices and made herself 
comfortable. A soft smile danced on her lips as she gazed out at the glittering 
world around her. The twinkling of the stars merged into that of the city lights 
on the horizon. The sounds of cars drifted up from below, as well as the odd 
bit of laughter from late night passers-by. The wind, however, was the loudest 
noise and caused the Eiffel tower to creak as it weaved its way through the lat- 
tices. 


Rena closed her eyes. The world smelt of iron, starlight, and freedom. 

It was a wonder then, that she didn’t hear the soft thud as someone land- 
ed onto the beam next to her. The figure sat in a crouch and smiled, their feet 
barely making a noise as they padded over to Rena’s dozing figure. They 


stopped right in front of her. 


Grinning, they took a deep breath and put their face right in front of 
hers. 


“RENA!” 


Rena yelped and jumped out of her skin, almost falling off the ledge. 
She caught herself and glared at the hooded boy rocking back with laughter. 
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"Carapace!" she yelled. 


“Oh man, I got you good!” Carapace wiped away tears of laughter as he 
pulled himself into a sitting position. 


“You idiot!” She shoved him playfully and grumbled. 


“Ah, I’m sorry, dude. I saw you sitting here and I just couldn't resist.” 
He flashed her a grin. 


Rena rubbed her temples and tried to hide her smile. 
“What are you doing out here?” she asked as he sat down on the beam. 
He shrugged as the grin slowly slid off his face. “Couldn’t sleep.” 


Rena smiled, but it was tinged with bitterness, “Well that makes two of 
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US. 


Carapace returned with a hollow smile and turned his head to look out 
over the glittering world below. Silence fell upon them both. Rena gazed at the 
boy sitting in front of her. She traced his body with her eyes. The curve of his 
hood, the slant of his nose, the contours of his chest, down to his legs, gently 
swinging in the empty air. 


Ever since she had first laid eyes on Carapace, she had known he was 
Nino. The way he walked and talked, and his mannerisms... it had been obvi- 
ous. He didn’t recognise her for Alya. She didn’t mind though. Trixx had said 
it’s very rare for someone to see through a miraculous disguise. And she was 
extremely observant by nature. 


And right now, she could tell something was off. 

Carapace was attempting to look carefree, but Rena could see the ten- 
sion in his hunched shoulders, in his faintly creased brow, in the sharp reflec- 
tions in his eyes. She frowned. Had he always been this tense? She certainly 
hadn’t noticed anything different about Nino, but then, she hadn’t exactly had 
a lot of energy to be attentive recently. 

The thought left a bitter taste in her mouth. 

"Hey, Rena?" 


Rena shook her mind back to the present. Carapace was looking directly 
at her. 
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"Do you ever struggle with this superhero stuff?" he said hesitantly. H1s 
soft brown eyes were flecked with gold and guilt. 


Words formed on the tip of her tongue, Of course not! I love being a 
hero, its a dream come true! But she couldn’t get them past her lips. 


“Yes,” she whispered. Carapace smiled a sad little smile and nodded. 


“1... it's complicated,” she continued. “Don’t get me wrong, I love being 
Rena Rouge. I like fighting alongside Ladybug and Chat, and I love being able 
to help people. And the superpowers are great, of course.” She grinned and 
Carapace laughed. “But I already had a lot on my plate to start with, and...” 
Rena hesitated. She turned her gaze back to the glittery darkness sprawled 
out in front of them. “I’m tired,” she said, the sincerity in her voice surprising 
herself. Exhaustion slammed into her. “I’m so tired.” The pinpricks of light 
blurred as she half closed her eyes. 


Cold air and silence swirled between them. 

“Me too,” murmured Carapace. 

The tower creaked and groaned around the pair of sombre superheroes. 
Rena’s hair gently fluttered, tickling her skin. She lay back against the iron 
beam and closed her eyes. She willed the night to wash away her exhaustion 
once more. Movement disturbed her though and she opened her eyes. Cara- 
pace was crawling over to her. He smiled, “You look cosy there.” 

“It’s surprisingly comfortable, actually.” 


"Move over,” he said, a cheeky glint in his eye. 


Rena raised an eyebrow, but shuffled over on the beam so he could com- 
fortably sit next to her. 


He sat himself down with a sigh and lay his head back against the metal. 
He closed his eyes. “You're right, it is surprisingly comfortable.” 


There wasn’t a lot of space, so his body was pressed against hers. The 
suits meant they weren’t cold, but Rena was grateful for the extra warmth of 
his body pressed at her side. Her heart fluttered. 


She glanced at his profile. He looked so peaceful lying there. And yet, 
this close, she could see the shadows under his eyes. 


She didn’t know how to bring up the question on her lips. So she ex- 
haled slowly and cast around for a different topic. 
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"Don't you have a girlfriend?” she smirked. 


Carapace looked at her, a twinkle in his eye. “What, can’t two friends sit 
next to each other?" 


Rena shrugged, “I’m just saying.” 


The twinkle faded as his eyes flicked between hers a moment. “Yeah, I 
have a girlfriend.” His tone was dull and monotonous. 


Ice trickled down Rena’s spine. Something was wrong. 
“... You sound hesitant,” she said, her tongue thick in her mouth. 


“No, I love her. I really do.” He ran his hands over his head, dislodging 
his hood to show his dark hair underneath. 


Rena's stomach twisted. "There's a ‘but,’ isn’t there?” What was wrong 
with Nino? What was wrong with her? 


Carapace slumped back and gazed straight ahead. “She's this amazing 
woman,” he smiled. “She’s brave, and fiercely intelligent, like, dude, you have 
no idea. She’s basically a superwoman,” he said. 


Rena licked her dry lips. “So... what? You don’t think you deserve her 
or something?” 


Carapace creased his brow and shook his head, “No, no. It's not that.” 


“Oh,” said Rena, slıghtly relieved. Because Nino was definitely more 
than good enough for her. 


"It's..." he hesitated, “I don't think she loves me back.” 
Rena sucked in her breath as her gut plunged into ice. 


Carapace gave a small smile and shook his head, “I don’t even know 
why I’m telling you this.” 


Rena struggled to find her voice. She was in shock. How long had Nino 
felt like this? 


He looked up at her, “Maybe it’s just cause you're kind of a stranger, but 
it’s easy to talk to you.” 
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“Why-” she coughed and wet her dry mouth, “Why don't you think she 
loves you?" 


She held her breath as she waited for Nino’s response. 


“Well, she’s always so busy, but that’s not my excuse!” he quickly said, 
holding his hands up in defence. “I don’t want much, just little things. I’m a 
bit of a romantic I guess, and she doesn’t really reciprocate. Like, I buy her 
flowers and she forgets about them. I write her long messages and she replies 
bluntly.” 


Rena tried to hide her look of dismay. She had forgotten to put those 
flowers in water because an akuma had shown up. She hadn’t meant to fall 
asleep as soon as she got back. She hadn’t meant to leave them to wither and 
die on the side. 


And those messages, she had honestly meant to reply properly! But 
she’d had Ladyblog articles to write, and chores to do, and homework to com- 
plete. She hadn’t had the mental space to answer properly. 


She bit her lip. But Nino wouldn’t have known all of that. It wasn’t his 
fault. She should have communicated better with him. 


“Plus she’s always putting herself in danger despite my objections,” Car- 
apace continued. “Like running straight towards akumas so she can record 
what's going on.” He wrung his hands together. “I really like her, and I can’t 
bear the thought of her not liking me back, but I don’t know what else to do.” 
He sniffed and wiped his eyes with his sleeve. 


Oh, Nino, Rena’s heart melted. I'm so sorry. I had no idea you were feel- 
ing this way. 


She gently placed her hands over Carapace’s fidgeting ones. He stilled 
and met her eyes. 


"Maybe you should try talking to her about this stuff,” she said softly. 


He held her gaze a moment before nodding. “Yeah, I’ve been thinking 
about doing that, but I haven’t really plucked up the courage yet.” 


The sad smile he gave made Rena’s heart break. 


“If you’re any judge of character to go on, then I know she’s someone 
who will listen to you and love you.” 


“You think so?" 
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“I know so.” 

Rena rested her head on his shoulder. She felt tiredness seep back into 
her bones. She wanted nothing more than to blurt out who she was, but Lady- 
bug had made them promise to keep their identities secret. 

Rena closed her eyes. "It'll all work out, I know it will,” she murmured 
sleepily. / II make it up to you, Nino. She mentally sent thoughts to him as her 
consciousness started to fade. / love you. 


She felt a gentle weight on her head as Carapace rested his head against 
hers. 


"Thanks, Rena.” 
They both sat there, resting on each other as the stars watched over 
them. Warmth and comfort flowed between them as the night drifted on, even- 


tually taking them with ıt as they slid into sleep. 


When Rena next stirred, she was met with the orange glow of dawn. She 
lifted her head, disturbing Carapace in the process. 


He smiled at her as he blinked the sleep from his eyes. 


She smiled back as warmth from the sun flooded the both of them. To- 
day was going to be a good day. She could feel it. 


Carapace yawned and stretched. “That was a pretty good sleep,” he said, 
sounding pleasantly surprised. 


Rena’s smile widened, “It was.” 
“We should do this more often." 


Rena just laughed in reply. She stood up and stretched up to the sky, 
which was getting bluer with every passing minute. 


“Come on, we need to get a move on or we'll be late for school." 
“PI just skip breakfast,” Carapace said, but he let her pull him to his 
feet. “Thanks for last night, Rena,” he said. “It’s nice to get to know you a lit- 


tle better." 


Rena looked into his warm caramel eyes; they were flecked with orange 
from the morning sun. 
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“You too," she said, and she meant it. Despite already knowing Cara- 
pace’s identity, last night she had gotten to know him better. 


A smile dawned on her face as a plan formed in her mind. And she 
wasn't going to let that knowledge go to waste. 
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Alya ran to school as fast as she could. She wasn’t late at all, but she 
needed to do something important first. She shot past the school steps, leapt 
across the road, and burst into the Dupain-Cheng bakery, chest heaving. 


“Alya!” Sabine greeted her, though she was a little shocked at the sud- 
den entrance. “How can I help you? Are you here for Marinette? I’m afraid she 
hasn’t come down yet.” 


Alya calmed her breathing. “Typical,” she grinned, “but no, I’m actually 
here to pick up some pastries please.” 


After quickly choosing a selection and paying, she ran back across the 
road and waited anxiously by the school steps. Her eyes flicked left and right 
as she clutched the paper bag in her hands. 


Her heart skipped a beat when she spied the person she’d been looking 
for. 


“Nino!” she yelled across the schoolyard. Love and warmth blossomed 
in her as she ran towards the startled boy. She leapt on him and gave him a 
bone crushing hug. 


He laughed as she released him, “Dude, you know I like you but it's too 
early for this much energy.” 


She just grinned and waved the bag of fresh pastries in front of him be- 
fore shoving it into his hands. 


Nino’s eyes widened and drool practically dripped from his mouth as he 
looked in the bag. 


“Alya! You shouldn't have!” He shoved one in his mouth. “Ohmygod, 
so good.” He quickly chewed and swallowed, "Thanks, but what's the occa- 
slon?" 


Alya shrugged and pecked him on the cheek. “It’s more of an ‘I’m sorry’ 
present." 


22 


Nino frowned, “What?” 


“Tve been kinda distant lately and taking you for granted, and I just 
want you to know that I appreciate you.” 


“Alya!” Nino spluttered as his cheeks reddened, “You can’t just come 
out with stuff like this, this early in the morning!” But he was obviously 
pleased. 

"I can for you, Nino Lahiffe." She kissed him full on the mouth. 

Nino gasped with surprise, but quickly relaxed and kissed her back. 
They held each other for a blissful moment before gently pulling away. Alya 
held his face and gazed deeply into his eyes. 


“I love you, Nino,” she said softly, pouring all her emotion into those 
words. 


Nino pulled her into a hug. He buried his head in her hair and squeezed 
her tightly. 


“I love you so much, Alya.” 
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everyday people do everyday things 
(but you're not one of them) 


LadyBuginettes 


The supervillain of the day was a tough one, and Alya chewed her bot- 
tom lip while recording. Ladybug hit a wall with a nasty crack, and Alya 
winced, nearly dropping her camera. Despite knowing first hand how tough 
and protective Miraculous suits were, she couldn't help but worry. 


Her grip tightened on her phone, hoping that Ladybug would call in re- 
inforcements, for once not motivated by wanting to kick supervillain butt, but 
rather by the pained groans of Chat Noir and Ladybug — her friends. 


Somewhere in the back of her mind, a voice sounding suspiciously like 
Trixx whispered strategies that the three of them could use and how perfect 
she would be for taking this akuma down, but at that moment, she wouldn’t 
have minded seeing even Queen Bee suited up and fighting alongside the duo. 


Magpie was a resentful jewel thief who’d been caught attempting to rob 
the Chaumet store and roughed up for resisting arrest. His status as a real crim- 
inal outside of akumatization seemed to make him far more ruthless and un- 
scrupulous, fighting dirty and giving Ladybug and Chat Noir hardly any time 
to narrowly dodge his attacks, much less escape and regroup to strategize. 


While recording, Alya noticed that Magpie seemed to be struggling not 
to distract himself with glittery lights or the odd reflection of a metallic sur- 
face on the ground, and an idea formed in her stressed brain. She pulled up her 
mother’s number and dialed. 

“Maman!” she yelled as soon as Marlena picked up, “where’s the foil?” 

“Alya, for heaven’s sake, it’s nearly eleven and it's a school night! You 


need to co-” 
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“Mere, this is a matter of life or death. Do you have aluminum foil at 
home?” 


“Well, yes, I bought a new roll yesterday, but I’m not done yet. Alya, 
you'd better-” 


Ten minutes later, the lock clicked open as Alya barged in, making a 
beeline for the kitchen. Alya grabbed the aluminum foil from her mother’s gro- 
cery bag, darting out as quickly as she had entered. 
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When Alya reached the battle scene, she unrolled her aluminum foil and 
got to work, crumpling it and rolling it into a large shiny ball. 


She positioned the ball to catch the glare of the street lights and hid in 
a nearby alley, shining her phone flashlight at it to ensure that ıt would catch 
Magpie’s eye. 


The flashlight reflected off the ball, distracting Magpie who swooped 
down to snag the glittering metal, giving Ladybug a chance to dust herself off 
and escape, and Alya a chance to get an unusually good camera angle despite 
being relatively well hidden. As she craned her neck to get a better view, Lady- 
bug caught her eye, shooting her an appraising look and giving her a tiny nod 
before she swung away. 


Magpie screeched in anger upon discovering the trick, flying away in 
search of the two superheroes, much too fast for Alya to follow on foot. She 
leaned her head against the wall, feeling the adrenaline rush fade and exhaus- 
tion begin to set in. 


Her tired musings were interrupted by a thunk in front of her, as Lady- 
bug landed. “You're incredible, Alya,” Ladybug said. “If you hadn’t stepped 
in when you did, Chat and I would still be out there getting beaten up — or 
worse.” 


Alya stared at Ladybug in shock. She couldn't believe that her idol, her 
favorite superhero, was standing there thanking her for her efforts. 


Her. Plain, civilian, not-enhanced-by-a-miraculous Alya. 
So she did the first thing that came to mind, lunging at Ladybug and 
throwing her arms around her shoulders. Ladybug choked slightly when envel- 


oped in Alya’s tight embrace, but she sank into it and hugged her back. 


“Wait here,” Ladybug whispered, "I'll be back.” 
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Ladybug returned with a familiar box. Alya let out the softest shriek of 
delight she could manage, flipping ıt open and hugging Trixx to her face. She 
activated her transformation and leaped into the air, unable to hide the smile 
on her face as she followed Ladybug back to the akuma. 


Chat Noir winked at her from his vantage point across the street from 
her and Ladybug and mouthed, You know what to do. 


And Alya did. 


Alya pressed her flute to her lips, visualizing the mirage she needed, and 
released it, enveloping the entire neighborhood in shimmers of gold. 


The magic settled but the glitter did not, giving the streets below the ap- 
pearance of being encrusted in gleaming gold and sparkling jewels. The dis- 
play caught Magpie’s eye and he swooped down to scoop up some treasure, 
shattering the illusion as he touched it. 


Ladybug’s lucky charm, a rather convenient net, fell on Magpie, trap- 
ping him in place as Ladybug leapt down to retrieve his akumatized object. 
After a quick magical cleanse, the city was set right and Alya let out a long 
breath, jumping down to help Ladybug restrain the jewel thief until the police 
arrived to arrest him. 


Ladybug readied her yo-yo to swing away but Alya caught her before 
she could. Alya was conflicted — Ladybug seemed like she’d been ready to 
leave before retrieving the fox miraculous, and was that intentional or was she 
just being forgetful? 


Was Alya giving up her only chance of keeping Trıxx beyond the battle- 
field by voluntarily returning her miraculous’? 


“I think,” Alya's voice wavered and she silently cursed herself as she 
reached up to unclasp her necklace, "that you’ ve forgotten something." 


Ladybug smiled at her, catching her wrist and gently tugging her arm 
away from her neck, “I think you’ve more than earned your keep.” 
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The Way You Smile 


Celesital WritingFox 


"I am the Evil Dragon King! And I am here to gobble up the princesses 
of Paris!” Alya roared, jumping onto the couch as she loomed over the twins. 
A dark purple cape draped over her shoulders, a pair of gloves over her hands 
to match. She had a cartoonish dragon head made of an old cardboard box and 
cans resting on her head, her hazel eyes glaring out of the two holes cut into it. 


The twins shrieked, scrambling away from her and to the other side of 
the room, hiding behind the toy chest. Alya chuckled to herself as she watched 
them, lowering herself into a crouch. The twins bit their lips before frowning, 
looking to one another before nodding in determination. 


“We won't let you gobble us up!” one yelled, backed up by her sister 
when she blew a raspberry. 


“Oh? Is that so?” Alya cooed, slowly raising herself again. 


“Yeah!” they screamed, both quickly rummaging through the toy chest 
as they did so. 


“And how are two cute little twin princesses going to stop me?” she 
asked, dropping down from the crouch, raising her hands as she deliberately 
took slow steps toward them. The twins began throwing toys out of the chest, 
desperate for what they were looking for. They stopped when they finally 
found it, turning back to Alya and grinning with a glint in their eyes. Alya fal- 
tered, flinching back. 


"Because we're not just princesses-” 


"We're also knights!” 
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They both pulled out a sword made of foam, pointing it at Alya as their 
erins seemingly grew. Before Alya could say anything, the twins charged for- 
ward with another yell, tackling their older sister to the ground and hitting the 
dragon head. Alya screamed in protest, arms flailing as she tried to push them 
off. 


Nino chuckled as he watched them from the kitchen, holding a tray with 
four bowls of food. He waited until the twins stood in triumph, high-fiving one 
another, before clearing his throat for their attention. 


“Lunch 15 ready,” he said, lifting the tray in his hands a bit. The twins 
cheered before rushing off to the dining area, leaving the ‘defeated’ dragon on 
the floor. He rolled his eyes and quickly served the twins their mac n’ cheese, 
ruffling their hair before returning to the living room. He knelt beside Alya, 
raising a brow at the dragon’s head that was now dented. 


“Will the Evil Dragon be dining with us today?” he asked, humming in 
amusement. 


“Tm debating it. Those princess knights may attack me in the time of 
peace,” she huffed, wiggling out of her costume, hair sticking up from being 
in the box. He reached out and gently brushed her hair back in place, smiling 
warmly. 


“I”11 protect you, my queen. For your bravery has earned you a filling 
meal.” He held a hand out and could see the flush on Alya’s cheeks, smirking a 
bit. She huffed and rolled her eyes before smiling. 


“Feed me, Nino!” she commanded, tossing their playful acting out the 
window. He helped her up, kissing the top of her head before they joined the 
twins at the table. 


As they ate, Nino watched Alya, admiring the way she continued her 
creative act with the twins, grinning madly when they threatened to defeat her 
again. She never faltered, adding to the story and going with the flow of the 
twins in the world they were building around themselves. 


Nino didn’t think he could fall more in love with Alya, and yet, here he 
was. 


SE r YE r en en SS 
“Tm home!” Mrs. Cesaire called, closing the door behind her. Alya 


stopped her dragonish act as the twins ran up to her, greeting their mother with 
kisses as she picked them up. 
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"Hey Mom,” Alya called, wiggling out of her dragon costume again be- 
fore running over and giving her a kiss as well. 


“Hello, Mrs. Cesaire,” Nino greeted with a wave from the floor, having 
been defeated by the twins earlier. 


“Nino! It’s good to see you again. Did you two have plans today?” she 
asked, letting the twins down. 


"Nino wanted to go to the park today. But I was babysitting, so he decid- 
ed to hang out here,” Alya said warmly. 


“Aww, that was very sweet of you!” her mom commented, and Nino 
couldn’t stop the warmth that spread over his cheeks, smiling sheepishly be- 
fore picking himself up. 


“It was no big deal,” he mumbled, brushing himself off. Mrs. Cesaire 
chuckled at that for some reason, sharing a look with Alya before speaking 
again. 


“Well, now that I’m home, why don’t you two go to the park? It’s really 
nice out." 


“That sounds great! We can do our original plan if you're still up for it,” 
Alya said, referring to the ice-cream parlor he had mentioned earlier. 


“I will never say no,” he laughed. 
We NS SINS E NE 


Their time at the park had been going fairly well, the weather clear as 
they walked hand in hand with their ice cream in the other, talking softly as 
they ate in peace. But 1t was also Paris, and just because they wanted to have a 
peaceful and relaxed day, it didn’t mean Hawkmoth did. 


As screams broke out and people began to run away from a populated 
area, 1t was becoming rather clear that there was another akuma attack in the 
works. Nino could feel the panic rise as he spotted a large amount of people 
run in their direction, shoving past him and Alya before they could move. 


He felt their hands being pulled away, people shoving between them and 
successfully separating them. 


“Alya!” he called, searching the crowd for any sign of his girlfriend. 
Then he heard her. 
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“Into the buildings! Everyone calm down and head to the buildings!” 
There was no doubt — it was Alya. She had climbed onto a nearby garbage 
can, yelling and directing groups of people, not caring about her own safety as 
she stuck out from the rest. 


Before Nino could rush towards her, she jumped down and disappeared 
again. Nino bit his lip and sighed, shaking his head before rushing off to find 
his own cover. She was so reckless... but, she was also courageous, and self- 
less. She wasn’t fearless, but she was definitely determined to help as many as 
she could and he had to love that about her. 


He paused when a shadow passed over him, a yell of excitement com- 
ing from it. He looked up in time to see a fox-themed hero grin down at him, 
winking at him before rushing off to fight against the akuma. He stared after 
her in awe, shoulders dropping before smiling. 


Alya was a lot of things. A hero was one of them. 
WE r JE r en en SE 
When all of the chaos was over, and everyone was slowly going back to 
what they had been previously doing, Nino reunited with Alya in the park. He 
spotted her helping a few kids out of a tree, having climbed up there to hide 


from the akuma earlier. 


He instantly started helping her out, all of the kids waiting until the last 
kid was down. 


“Is everyone alright? No one got hurt, right?" Alya asked, gently taking 
a look at each kid to make sure they weren’t hurt. 


"[ got a cut on my arm,” a small boy said, whimpering slightly. 


“Does it hurt?” she asked, kneeling down and pulling her bag around, 
rummaging around before pulling a small bandaid out. 


“A little,” he whimpered again, and a few tears were slowly welling 
over. One of his friends rushed over and started rubbing his back, frowning a 
bit. “Tm sorry. I don’t know why I’m crying.” 


“Hey... it's okay buddy. You know, sometimes, when I get hurt, I cry be- 
cause it makes me feel better.” Alya admitted, gently taking his arm. She start- 
ed cleaning up the cut, the boy flinching back and crying more. 


"It hurts a lot now. So I’m going to cry a lot,” he commented, his body 
shaking a bit as he started crying louder. 
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“That's okay buddy.” Alya started humming softly, pulling out a few 
bandaids out and showing it to him. “For being so patient with me, I’m going 
to let you pick a color. I have red, purple, pink, blue, yellow, green, and or- 
ange.” 


"Can I have a purple one?" He asked. 


“Of course!" Alya smiled warmly, a sight that made Nino’s heart stop 
for a moment. She gently stuck the bandaid on, the small boy sniffled a bit and 
smiled back. 


“Thank you.” He mumbled. A few more thanks echoed around him, all 
of the kids grinning. 


“Any time. Now you kids run on home. I’m sure your parents are wor- 
ried about you,” she said, and all the kids nodded, quickly running off without 
another word. Alya stood and sighed in relief, standing close to Nino as she 
watched them run off. Nino raised a brow when the little boy stopped, quick- 
ly running back to them and motioning Alya to lean down. When she did, he 
quickly pecked her cheek before running off again, Alya blinking in surprise 
before giggling a bit. 


“Oh, he was cute,” she cooed. 

“Yeah. Cute.” He chuckled, but he wasn’t looking at the little boy. 

The breeze that blew through Paris was nice, making Alya’s hair flow 
around her for a moment before settling over her shoulders again. The more he 
stared, the more it felt like he was falling. The sun that shone against her made 


it seem like she was glowing, but maybe it wasn’t really the sun. 


Maybe it was just the smile that she wore. It was so unique in the way 
that it made him feel like he was melting, but it wasn’t exactly a bad thing. 


There had been times where there was a feeling of indifference in the 
room, but then she would walk in, and suddenly it was brighter. It was a smile 
that could put your fears or your nerves at ease, a smile that could fill you with 
confidence, a smile that could make you feel loved. 

And Nino for one, loved it, loved her. 

SE eX e en en ox 
“Well, it wasn't exactly the day I had planned, but Happy Anniversary,” 


Nino said, leaning over and kissing Alya’s cheek before handing her one of the 
subs he had just bought. 
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“Wait. Oh god. Nino, I am so sorry! I totally forgot today was our anni- 
versary!” Alya whined, covering her face. Nino snorted and rolled his eyes. 


“Relax. It’s fine,” he said, already biting into his dinner. 


"It is not fine. I should have remembered! I should have saved it in my 
phone!” she complained, glaring at him. 
“The one you accidently left at home?” he teased, raising a brow. 


"How are you not upset that I forgot our anniversary?” She asked, 
squinting her eyes in suspicion, as if he was only pretending. 


"Because I know you Alya,” he said simply. 


"What's that supposed to mean?” she asked, sounding a bit offended. He 
only laughed, swallowing his next bite before putting his food down. 


"It means, I know you. I know that you would do anything in the world 
for your little sisters, I know you encourage their imagination, I know you en- 
courage their creativity. I know you like to have fun with them, and I know 
you like to help your mom out when she’s working. I know you’d also make 
sure everyone around you 1s okay before worrying about your own safety. I 
know that you’re secretly very heroic and strong. I know you’re very caring, 
very gentle, and soft. You’re understanding. 


“I also know you're passionate, and determined and that you have goals 
that you can accomplish. I know that you’re always busy, putting yourself in 
so many different places. I know that you're only human. And I know that 
even 1f you forget, you still love me. I know all of this. And I love all of it, be- 
cause Alya, I love you,” Nino said, gently taking her hand and kissing it. 


“Nino,” she whined, covering her face and whimpering in embarrass- 
ment. He chuckled and continued eating his sandwich, watching as Alya pout- 
ed and begin eating her food. 


Alya was so many things. 


Amazing was one of them. 
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Going Up 


Samantha-GirlScout 


“Thanks! Come again,” Marinette Dupain-Cheng-AK A-the-light-of-Al- 
ya's-life said as she smiled one of the most blinding smiles that Alya had ever 
had ever been blessed with. 


*S-sure.” She took the bag of goodies from her and did her best not to 
trip over her own feet in the process of rejoining her friend Adrien and his 
friend and fellow classmate Chloe. They’d decided to drop by this bakery on 
their way to class for a snack before they went to their first lecture of the day. 


Or at least, that was the excuse Alya gave them every single morning she 
convinced them to stop by here. 


“You know,” Adrien began as they exited the bakery and made their way 
towards the university’s humanities building. “If you wanted to ask the baker’s 
daughter out, all you've gotta do is walk up to her and ask for her number.” 

Alya groaned. She’d tried her hardest to not make her feelings obvi- 
ous... but if the sly look on Adrien’s face was anything to go by, she wasn’t 
doing a very good job at it. 

"It's not that simple Adrien. You of all people should know. How many 
times have you gone over to Nino’s dorm and ‘forgotten how late ıt was’ with- 
out making a single move?" 

“That's... different.” 


“I don’t see how it is. You're pining just as hard as I am.” 


“At least I've made friends with my crush.” 
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“Ugh,” Chloe said, slamming her trash into a passing trash can. “You're 
both disasters. If I hear another word about how pathetic the two of you are, 
I'm going to take action and neither of you are going to like that.” 


Alya hadn’t known Adrien’s friend for very long, they weren’t that far 
into the semester, and Sociology was the first class that they had ever shared 
together. But, despite that, she was pretty sure that she would make good on 
her threat. And, from the nervous look on Adrien’s face, she didn’t particularly 
want to find out what she’d do. 


“Look, I don’t have any classes with her, she’s always working at her 
parents bakery or working on homework in the library, and I don’t even know 
if she knows my name. How on earth am I supposed to ask her out?” 


“Well, I mean, Nino 15 friends with her.” 


Alya stopped dead in her tracks. "And why did you wait until now to 
mention that?!" 


"It never came up!” Adrien brought up his hands in an attempt to placate 
her. “Apparently they kind of grew up together. Though, 11 you're going to be 
mad at anyone, you should probably be mad at Chloe...” 


Alya rounded on the girl who was giving her the most disinterested look. 
“What?” 


“You're friends with Marinette?”’ 


“Marinette Dupain-Cheng? I’m not exactly sure if “friends” 1s the most 
accurate term to use...” She readjusted her shoulder bag. “We went to the 
same school together, yes, but we didn’t exactly get along very well.” 


Adrien looked at her dubiously. “That’s not what you told me after that 
one Christmas party where-” 


Chloe pounced on Adrien, eyes wild, as she scrambled to cover his 
mouth. “Stop saying unnecessary things!” 


“You two dated?" 


“Not... exactly.” Chloe took her hands off of Adrien and started toy- 
ing with her necklace absently. “I wasn’t exactly a nice person in college and 
most of lycee. Marinette kind of just... took it for a long time until... until she 
didn’t anymore. And, if I’m being frank, that was really hot to me. What we 
had that last year didn’t really work out, and it certainly didn’t last, but we got 
through it. 
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"We're not exactly friends now, but at least we've sorted things enough 
that we won't rip each other’s hair out on sight anymore.” 


“Oh.” 


“That being said,” Chloe smiled coyly. “I’m pretty sure that you're her 
type.” 


Alya flushed. “I doubt that. She doesn’t even know I exist.” 
“I wouldn't say that.” Chloe winked. 

"What's that supposed to mean?" 

“How about you come to my party next week and find out." 
“Oh... kay?” 


"Be at Le Grand Paris Hotel by nine next Friday night. Wear something 
cute and I guarantee that Marinette will be yours by the end of the night.” 


"Now that we’ve got that sorted, we should get to class.” 


One for flair, Chloe opened the doors to their classroom as if she were 
some heiress that deserved a grand entrance. Alya rolled her eyes but followed 
all the same. Sabrina, Chloe’s best-friend-and-definitely-not-girlfriend, was al- 
ready sitting there waiting for them. 


They all took their seats and Alya immediately lost herself in thought as 
the other three talked about something coming up. All jokes aside, Alya doubt- 
ed that it would be as simple as Chloe had made it out to be. The other girl was 
just so busy, and they hadn’t had any classes together since Art Foundations 
their first semester which was over a year ago now. There was just no way that 
Marinette would give her more than the time of day now. 


But there was no harm in trying. 
Right? 
SE~ SM ~ JE. J ہ‎ E 
She couldn't do this. 
Alya had been standing in the lobby of Le Grand Paris Hotel for no less 


than fifteen minutes and, no matter how hard she tried, she had yet to move to- 
wards the elevator. 
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She knew that 1t was a pretty ritzy place, but Adrien had mentioned 
off-handedly that Chloe hadn’t just rented out a space, her father actually 
owned this place. 


But that wasn’t the reason why she was rooted in place. 

Oh no, the reason was the growing realization that she was going to fi- 
nally get to socialize with Marinette instead of just admiring her from afar... 
and she had forgotten to do her eyebrows. 

Now, Alya wasn’t normally a vain person. But the whole point of com- 
ing to this party was for her to impress the girl of her dreams! How on earth 
was she supposed to do that 1f she was wearing an old top, ripped jeans, and 
her makeup incomplete? She was considering running home to fix the problem 
when a hand came to rest on her shoulder, jolting her from her thoughts. 

“Geeze, I didn’t think I was that quiet,” Nino said with a laugh. "What's 
got you all spaced out? I’ve been trying to say hi to you for over a minute 
now.” 


"[' ve got to go home.” Her legs tensed to prepare her for a sprint to the 
door, but Nino”s hand kept her in place. 


“Oh no you don't. I'm not about to go to this party by myself.” 


She gave him a once over, noticed his classy over shirt and dark jeans 
and groaned. 


“Yeah, well, you look good. Me? I look like a mess. And not even a hot 
one! I even forgot to do my eyebrows! There 1s no way that I'm going up there 
like this.” 


“You look fine Alya. Besides, there is no way I’m letting you abandon 
me. Especially when we’ve got the same mission.” 


Alya paused in her freak out to raise an eyebrow at him. "What's that 
supposed to mean?" 


“Well... You see, Adrien 15 going tonight and-” 
“No way. Are you finally going to confess your undying love?" 
Nino winced. "Finally?" 


“What, did you think I was as dense as our dear friend Adrien?” 
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“Hey! I’m not dense!” 
The two of them flinched as Adrien, smiling widely, approached. 
“O-Oh.” Nino laughed nervously, “Hey Adrien. Fancy seeing you here?” 


“Smooth,” Alya muttered under her breath. She could feel a scathing 
glare being sent her way, but she ignored it in favor of redirecting Adrien. 
“Took you long enough. Weren’t you the one who said to be here ten minutes 
ago?" 


Adrien scratched at the back of his head. “Sorry, my dad called. He kept 
talking about all of these photoshoots that he wanted me to do.” 


"I thought you weren’t ever going to do photoshoots again?” 


“Well, yeah, he still doesn’t understand that. I think he'll get it eventu- 
ally, but it's a slow process.” He sighed. "Let's go on up. I’m sure the party is 
already going at this point and Chloe will never let us live 1t down 1f we're too 
late.” 


They made their way to the elevator. It took awhile for 1t to come down 
and by the time the doors were opening to release a few guests the trio had 
moved on to talking about a test coming up. Adrien pressed the button for the 
floor that they were going to, one that was far higher than Alya was entire- 
ly comfortable with, and just as the doors were about to close a familiar voice 
called out. Adrien reflexively pushed the button to keep the doors open and a 
moment later a hurricane of a person flew into the small compartment 


“Thanks,” Marinette said as she tried to catch her breath. She surveyed 
the area and a bright smile that made Alya just as breathless as Marinette had 
been. “Hi, everyone. I didn’t realize that you guys were going to be here to- 
night too!” 


“Hey, Marinette,’ Nino said with a smile. Alya ignored the slight nudge 
that he gave her. “ I didn’t realize Chloe’d invited you, too.” 


“Yeah. I didn’t think I would have the time, but Chloe was super insis- 
tent this time.” She laughed. “I think she just wants to find an excuse to hang 
out again, but don’t tell her that I figured her out.” 


“Your secret 1S safe with us.” Adrien winked. 


“By the way,” Nino said as he threw an arm around Alya. “Have you 
met our friend Alya?” 
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Alya was pretty sure her heart stopped completely when Marinette 
turned that smile directly on her. 


“Raspberry macarons, right?" 
Alya blinked. "Excuse me?" 
Marinette’s hands flew up to her mouth as her face flushed prettily. 


"Sorry," she said through her hands. I. I uh. I memorize our regular’s fa- 
vorites?” 


“Oh.” 


"Let's start over: Hi. I'm Marinette.” She extended her hand. “I think we 
had a class together before, but it's nice to officially meet you?" 


“Alya. Alya Cesaire.” 

They shook hands. It was a bit awkward, but Alya wasn’t going to com- 
plain over how Marinette's hand lingered in hers a bit longer than was general- 
ly polite. 

The elevator dinged as they pulled their hands away from each other. 
Alya looked away as her own cheeks flushed a bit. As the doors opened she 
caught a wink from Adrien before he exited. The rest of them followed and 
moments later they were standing before two large doors that were doing little 
to contain the music inside. 


“Do you guys mind if I tag along with you tonight?” Marinette asked. 
“All of my other friends bailed out on me tonight.” 


“Sure!” Nino smiled. *We'd be glad to be your backup friends!” 
“Back- Nino I didn't mean it like that! I just meant-” 


“It’s cool, Marinette.” Nino laughed. “Though if you wanted to party 
hard you'll probably have to find new friends.” 


“That's okay, I’m not really in the mood to do that anyways.” 
"Sounds good to me,” Alya chimed in. 
A moment later, Adrien opened the door, releasing a wave of sound. As 


they made their way inside Alya noticed just how many people there were here 
that she had never seen before. 


40 


Some were sitting at a small grouping of tables and at a bar, but a large 
majority of them were dancing on a temporary dance floor in front of an 
over-enthusiastic DJ. 


If Alya was being honest, she would have expected far fewer people for 
what was probably considered a house party, but she supposed that this was 
probably just the norm for a rich heiress like Chloe. Said hostess didn’t find 
them until after they had gotten their drinks from the bar. And, when she did, 
she immediately sent a coy look towards Alya at the sight of how close she 
was to Marinette. In her defense the music was loud and ıt was hard to hear 
her... 


Or at least that was the excuse she was giving herself. 
“Took you long enough, Dupain-Cheng.” 


Marinette rolled her eyes. “I told you I had to prep for my parents to- 
morrow. They're doing a big sale and-” 


“Yeah, yeah.” She leaned in for a quick hug. “At least you’re not getting 
up at an ungodly hour anymore." 


Alya raised an eyebrow at her. Marinette caught it and continued sheep- 
ishly. 


“My dad’s back went out the summer before University. And, since we 
couldn’t afford to close the bakery for the whole summer season, I had to get 
up every morning with Mom to help with the bakery. I didn’t have to get up as 
early as she did, but it was still a lot earlier than I had to for school." 

“That must have been hard.” 

Marinette shrugged. “I didn’t mind too much.” 

“Marinette has always been a self-sacrificing saint," Chloe rolled her 
eyes. “I can’t even remember how many times she stopped to rescue a cat from 
a tree." 

“That was one time!" 

“If by one time you mean once every month, then sure,” Nino chimed in. 

Alya watched in bemusement as Marinette immediately rounded on 
Nino. He raised a placating hand and tried his best not to laugh as she tried to 


prove him wrong. But, unfortunately for him, he could only last so long before 
he lost the battle and burst out laughing. 
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“They're exaggerating,’ Marinette said directly to Alya. 

“I think it's admirable." 

“You... you do?” 

“Well, yeah. Not everyone would stop to help someone less fortunate or 
give up a whole summer to help their parents out. Sounds like you’re an every- 
day superhero to me." 

“I...” Marinette scratched at her cheek. “I wouldn't go that far.” 


“Why not?" 


“Well... Pm just a normal girl with a normal life. Nothing super special 
about that, you know?" 


“I don’t, actually. You seem pretty special to me.” 

Alya wasn’t sure when exactly they had gotten so close, but suddenly 
there were much closer than they’d ever been. She was very tempted to cross 
the remaining space between them, but she didn’t even know if Marinette was 
interested in her like that and she didn’t want to scare the poor girl away 1f she 
could help it. 

“God, just kiss already," 


Chloe’s voice immediately sent the two girls in opposite directions like 
two teenagers who had been caught sitting just a bit too close during a movie. 


“We weren t-" 

"Chloe, we aren't-" 

Chloe rolled her eyes. 

"Let's go, boys. I can only watch so much mutual pining before it gives 
me a headache." She slipped an arm through Adrien and Nino's arms and, only 


moments later, Alya was left alone with Marinette. 


“Sorry about that,” Marinette said, sighing. "Chloe means well, but 
sometimes she lacks... tact.” 


“It’s okay. I’ve been in the same class with her for a month now so I’ve 
been getting used to it.” 
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They laughed together for a short time before falling into an awkward sı- 
lence that seemed to stretch for far too long. Alya wanted nothing more than to 
recover the moment that had been previously ruined, but she didn’t know how 
best to go about it. She was about to bring up something mundane like classes 
when Marinette turned to her. 


“Hey... Tm not actually that much of a party person. Would you mind if 
we... went somewhere else?" 


Alya blinked. Did she really just- 


“To like hang out!” Marinette continued, hands flailing in a blinding 
flurry. "Like at a cafe or, or, or a park! I totally didn’t mean it in a weird way. 
No sirree! Just two girls getting to know each other on a getting-to-know-you 
kind of date!” 


Marinette eventually petered out as her arms calmed down just wringing 
her hands. Now, Alya wasn’t exactly a detective, but between Chloe’s slip of 
‘mutual pining,’ the nervous energy that seemed to be rolling off of Marinette, 
and said girl’s proposal... maybe just maybe... 


“Alright,” she said as she lead the way out of the party. “How about you 
pick the place and I pay?" 


Marinette spluttered, hot on her heels. “You can’t pay!” 


It didn’t take long for them to make it out of the party. As they waited 
for the elevator Alya turned to Marinette and started counting on her fingers. 


“One: I’m pretty sure I can beat you to the check. Two: you're the one 
who called this a date. And three: that heavily implies that only one of us is 
paying unless we’re going dutch.” 


"But it was my idea!” 


“Ok, how about this. If this one goes well, then you can pay for the next 
one?" 


Marinette stood there for a moment, contemplating, before a smile 
spread across her face. 


“Alright, it’s a deal.” 


Alya found a smile of her own spreading across her face. She wasn't ex- 
actly sure where this was going to take her, but she couldn't wait to find out. 
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History Repeats 
SeasonOfTheGeek 


"Jude, what are you still doing up?" Alya shuffled into the kitchen with a 
yawn and made a beeline for the coffee pot. "You've got to go to school in the 
morning." 


“I could ask you the same thing, and I thought you promised Dad that 
you weren't going to drink coffee so late anymore,” her son shot back with a 
Superior smirk. 


“Your father 1s a lovely man but he doesn’t understand how much caf- 
feine means to me and my work.” She started a new pot brewing and settled 
into one of the dining room chairs. “Are you still doing homework?” 


“No, not really.” He sat back in his chair with a frown. “You know how 
tomorrow 1s Heroes’ Day?" 


Alya tried not to smile. “As the administrator of the Miracublog and 
writer for the Paris Times, I’m familiar with that fact, yes.” 


“Yeah, of course. Well, I’ve been wracking my brain to come up with 
something to do for it and I’ve got nothing, Mom. Nothing.” He laid his head 
on the table. “I think I’m sick and I can’t go to school tomorrow.” 

She reached over and laid a hand on the side of cheek with faux concern. 
“You do feel like you’ve got a fever. You’ll probably have to miss the movie 
with your friends this weekend too.” 


“Mom.” 


“What, you thought I would actually let you skip Heroes’ Day?" 
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Jude groaned. “You don't understand. I’m sure Heroes’ Day was like 
whatever when you were in school, but it’s a big deal now.” 


“Oh, believe me, it was a big deal then too. There was a whole lot going 
on.” Alya went to the cabinet and grabbed her favorite mug, a molded fox with 
a chipped ear. Nino had gotten it for her when she had to give up Trixx. She 
felt the familiar ache of loss but shook herself before she could give into the 
feeling too much. 


“Like what?” 


Alya thought back on her time as a hero, the wins and losses, the close 
calls and near misses. She thought about the Heroes’ Day when the team went 
up against Hawkmoth and were introduced to a new foe that would plague 
them for years longer. She’d gone through so many years of fighting, but it all 
felt like another life now. Some days she missed it, but other days she felt ın- 
tense relief that it was in her past. She poured fresh coffee into her mug and 
went back to the table. "Do you want to know a secret?” 


Jude propped his chin is his hands tiredly. “If it's that you love me and 
I'm the apple of your eye, I already know that but thanks.” 


“Cute, but so not what I was going to say.” She reached for the pack of 
cookies sitting open beside his laptop and took one. “You know there were 
other heroes besides the ones running around today, right?" 

“Yeah, I've read your blog,” he grinned, taking his own cookie. “Hey! 
Maybe I can use the blog for something for Heroes’ Day? Like be a guest writ- 
er with you?" 

She raised an eyebrow. “And who does that help exactly?” 

“Well, me with this assignment, for one.” 


“Mmhmm.” 


“And you! You're always working so hard to cover news and stuff.” He 
gave her his most earnest smile. 


Alya took a sip of coffee and tried not to laugh. “P1 think about it. Now 
do you want to hear my secret or not?” 


“Sure.” 


She set her mug on the table and leaned in close. “I was one of those he- 
roes." 
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Jude took another cookie from the pack. "Sure." 
“I was!” 
“You'll always be a hero to me, Mom." 


Alya narrowed her eyes. “You little punk, I really was. I was Rena 
Rouge.” 


"The fox one?" 
“Yes, the fox one!" 


He pursed his lips. “You didn’t want to be like Ladybug or Chat Noir or 
something?" 


"Excuse me, but what's wrong with being Rena Rouge?” 
“Carapace and Queen Bee were pretty popular,” he grinned. 


“You are too much like your dad,” Alya grumbled. “And I’m slightly 
impressed that you know everyone’s names.” 


“I wasn't lying when I said I keep up with your blog. You posted that re- 
membering past heroes piece earlier in the week. It was good.” 


Alya gave him a fond smile. “I guess going through seventeen hours of 
labor to bring you into this world was worth 1t after all.” 


“Good to know,” he chuckled. “So you were really Rena Rouge?" 


“I really was.” She was surprised at how nonchalantly he took the reve- 
lation. 


“What was it like?” 


“It was...” She trailed off so she could take time to choose her words 
carefully. “It was one of the most amazing experiences I think I'll ever have. It 
was exciting and scary and fun and awful and I wouldn’t trade a single second 
of it.” 


Jude straightened up in his seat and then leaned slightly forward with 
widened eyes. “You were there when Hawkmoth and Mayura were taken 


down, right? That even happened on a Heroes’ Day, didn’t it?” 


She nodded. “That was a really hard day for a lot of reasons.” 
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"Wasn't he the dad of one of your friends or something?" 


Alya recalled the look on Chat Noir’s face when Hawkmoth’s transfor- 
mation finally fell. She remembered what it felt like to conjure a convincing 
Chat Noir the following days in front of the press so no one realized he was 
gone. The vivid memory of a broken Adrien returning his ring and telling them 
he was done flashed in her mind. 


“It was a difficult day for all of us,” she finally said. "To be honest, He- 
roes' Day 1s a little bit misleading." 


“What do you mean?" 


“I think it's easy to set aside this one day to do good deeds for others.” 
She held up a hand. "And I'm not saying that's a bad thing at all. I think the 
day is great and I’m really glad that it’s a tradition I’m getting to share with 
you." 


"But," he prodded. 


"But being a hero 1s about more than doing something good for some- 
one once. Sometimes it’s about making hard decisions when no one is going to 
come out unscathed. And sure, as Rena Rouge, I did get attention for a lot of 
the things I did, but as Alya?” She shook her head. “Sometimes I wanted that 
same recognition. It can be hard to do the right thing and sometimes it’s harder 
to do the right thing for the right reasons." 


“But you were a really great hero," he argued. “I’ve read all about the 
battles you guys fought. You always saved the day." 


“Yeah, but there were plenty of times I did things selfishly too." She 
took a long drink of coffee. "Sorry. I think I'm just feeling emotional with the 
holiday and everything." 

“Dad would say you're being too hard on yourself right now." 

She laughed softly. “You're probably right." 

"But you're pretty much telling me that for Heroes' Day, I need to find 
something to do that isn’t selfish,” Jude concluded. "And also that I have super 
awesome fox hero DNA." 

“Not exactly how that works," she winked, “but yeah, being a hero 


means putting others above yourself and it isn’t always an easy thing to do. 
But it also means knowing your limits. 
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“Everyone has the ability to do good, Jude, they just have to be willing 
to make the effort to actually do it. It shouldn't be about a grade or an event." 


“It should be about helping people,” he nodded. He pushed his chair 
back and stood, grabbing the pack of cookies. "Thanks, Mom. I think I have an 
idea now.” 


Alya held out her hands and Jude rolled his eyes with a smile as he 
leaned forward to rest his cheeks against her palms. “I love you so much. You 
know that, right?” She smiled and tucked his long hair behind his ears. She 
froze when she caught sight of the familiar dark stone earrings in his lobes that 
her best friend wore long ago. They held each other’s gaze and then Alya let 
her son’s hair fall back into place and he straightened with a cough. 


“PI make you proud, Mom,” he promised and quickly turned to leave 
the room. 


“You always have,” she whispered. 
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The Fan Phenom 
SpaceSquidlings 


The air around Alya sparkled as her miraculous glowed, its magic flow- 
ing through her. She was cocooned in auburn and orange light, her skin tin- 
oling as she transformed. And then the light was fading, and she was standing 
on a rooftop on the outskirts of the city next to Ladybug. 


She was smiling as she squeezed Alya’s shoulder. "Thank you for doing 
this for me.” 


Alya twirled her flute before tucking it back into her belt. “For you, La- 
dybug? Anything.” 


The heroine smiled, saluting to Alya before leaping from the rooftop. 
Alya watched her disappear into the city, hands at her hips, before surveying 
her home. The sky was just beginning to darken, signalling the steady march 
until inky blackness coated the sky and the stars shone like scattered dia- 
monds. 


She stretched her arms high above her head before setting off herself, 
roaming amongst the rooftops of Paris, keeping her eyes and ears open for any 
sounds or signs of crime. Any alarms, sirens, or screams. But after an hour, it 
didn’t look like there was even any broken glass littering the street to investi- 
gate. 


The city was beginning to slip into sleep, like ıt was taking a collective 
sigh. Three akuma attacks in as many days, almost back to back, had left the 
city stressed, tense, and exhausted. Maybe even the criminals were too tired to 
be out tonight. 


She must have circled the city twice when she heard the distant alarms 
piercing the still evening air. 
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She leapt from roof to roof, the alarms growing louder, the chim- 
ing sound of glass splintering the closer she got. She skidded to a halt as she 
neared the source of the alarm, perching on the rooftop across from the crime. 


A robbery. There were three black clad figures, ski masks pulled over 
their faces to obscure their features as they gestured wildly at the two girls in- 
side the store. Their faces were stricken, eyes wide as they eyed the gun wav- 
ing at them. 


One of them, a girl with honey blonde hair that seemed to glint in the 
fluorescent lights of the small boutique, flinched as one of the robbers shouted. 


Alya tensed, able to hear his screaming voice even from across the 
Street. 


But the other girl held fast, taking a step so she stood between her friend 
and the robber. Her face paled as his shouting grew, but she held her ground, 
even as another robber pointed their gun at her. 


Alya didn’t waste a second when she saw the weapon being lowered as 
the robbers conversed amongst themselves. 


She only stood, yanking her flute from her waist and playing a few lilt- 
ing notes. The end began glowing as she summoned her powers, a slice of heat 
Zipping through her body as she shouted into the night sky. 


Then she hefted her flute, throwing that glowing ball of energy through 
the broken boutique window. Light flared, and the robbers shouted as they 
were surrounded by police officers. The blonde girl shrieked, but the other fur- 
rowed her brow, head twisting towards the smashed window. 


Alya leapt from the rooftop, throwing herself into the shop before the 
robbers could understand what was going on. She wielded her flute like a 
sword, like she was a general racing into battle. 


She incapacitated the first with a blow to the stomach, sending him back. 
She ducked and dodged the fists of the other two, tripping one, and slamming 
the end of her flute into the temple of the other. 


The mirage shimmered and warped as one of the robbers fell through the 
image of a police officer before blinking out of existence. The robber who’d 
tripped stared up at her in confusion, and she grinned down at him, twirling 
her flute in the air. 


“You really shouldn’t quit your day job, babe.” 
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Police sirens sounded not far from them, and she could already make out 
the flashing red and blue as she quickly tied up the robbers with a few scarves 
sitting on a rack. 


The blonde girl was shaking, but the other one stepped forward, her eyes 
a bright emerald as they shone in the blinding lights of the boutique. 


"Are- are you Rena Rouge?" 

Alya stood, fisting her hands at her hips. “I am.” Her necklace flashed, 
warning that she didn’t have much time left before the transformation dis- 
solved. "The police are almost here, they'll be able to help." 


The blonde girl looked stricken. “Wa1t- wait, where are you going?!” 


“You're going to de-transform soon, aren't you?” The other girl asked, 
her eyes still wide and shining. 


Alya felt taken aback, surprised that she knew that. “I am, so I really 
have to-” 


“That's fine, you have a job to do,” the girl said, but then she stepped 
forward, hugging Alya tightly before pulling away. “Thank you,” she breathed. 
"For helping us.” 


She felt warmth blossoming in her chest. "That's what I’m here for.” 
And then she was racing back into the night, leaping towards the rooftops. 
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That was not the last she’d see of that girl. 
SE r JE r en en SE 
As it turned out, the girl’s name was Elise, and she must have had magi- 
cal tracking powers because it was the only way to explain how she continued 
to turn up during the next three weeks. It didn’t matter ıf Alya was acting solo 


or helping Ladybug take down an akuma victim. 


Alya — as Rena Rouge — had stopped a bank robbery, only to find 
Elise across the street, waving, a small notebook clasped in her other hand. 


Then, mere days later, she turned up again, narrowly missing an akuma 


attack as they blasted energy beams from the tips of their fingers, turning ev- 
eryone into sparkling silver statues. 
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Alya had felt her entire body tensing, and she too had narrowly avoided 
one of the energy blasts, her focus entirely glued to Elise as she came far too 
near the danger. But Ladybug had gotten to Alya with a fraction of a second 
to spare, swinging her into the air before she was reduced to a glittering action 
figure. 


Even after her transformation had dissolved and she’d found herself 
trudging through the dark streets, she’d felt her eyebrow twitching. What was 
Elise doing? She’d put herself in danger, and she could have put both Alya and 
Ladybug into serious trouble as well. What if one of them had been hit? What 
if Ladybug hadn’t been able to purify the akuma? What would they have done 
then? 


And it didn’t get any better from there. Not as Elise continued to appear, 
almost entirely without fall. 


Alya crouched on the edge of a building a few days later, listening to the 
sound of shrieks a few blocks away, trying to figure out how she would make 
a distraction in the midst of the chaos to allow for Ladybug to grab an akuma- 
tized necklace, when she spotted Elise across the street, snapping pictures of 
the fight. 


Then the day after that, when Alya swept into a toy store, shelves of 
pink-clad dolls and pumpkin-orange trucks already toppled to the floor. She’d 
brandished her flute, knocking back the whizzing projectiles the akuma victim, 
Puppet Master, threw at her. 


She heard a gasp, then the tinkling of glass shards cascading to the lino- 
leum floors. She spun in time to see a flash of auburn hair, sense the snap of a 
dark jacket in the windy night. 


Elise. Again. 


She’d turned back to Puppet Master then, forcing herself to attack offen- 
sively, 11 only to keep him away from Elise and her cursed notebook. 


It had Alya grinding her teeth, even when she was off-duty, knowing 
that this girl was throwing herself into danger needlessly. And for what? She 
couldn’t understand it. She wasn’t helping, she was just watching. Hiding in 
corners and just barely out of the line of fire with her palm-sized camera and 
her beat-up notebook. 


What made it worse was that she couldn't even talk about it to Marı- 


nette. She couldn’t explain to her best friend why she was so on edge, why she 
always came to school in the mornings a little more peeved than normal. 
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Not without revealing her identity, and spilling her secret. So she stewed 
in silence, frowning whenever she found herself on patrol, inevitably seeing 
the flutter of Elise’s ponytail somewhere in the shadows. 


NST Ne (ONE E we Ne 
“Get down on the ground!” 


Shadow Fox screeched the warning at everyone across the city, her voice 
flickering in the dark crevices of peoples homes and from the shadows she’d 
stolen from Paris’s citizens. The promise of devastating violence flaring in ev- 
ery word, like flames of darkness. 


Alya snarled, hands in the air, as she stared at the ghostly figure before 
her. Shadow Fox’s body flickered, unearthly, like something out of a ghost sto- 
ry. She was pale, almost luminescent, like she’d been made from moonbeams. 
But her fingers were blacker than pitch, and they seemed to glitter as they 
moved, deep reds and golds shifting beneath the darkness as she pulled on the 
stolen shadows she now commanded. 


“I said-” but Alya didn’t let her finish. 


“I know what you said,” she snapped. She yanked her flute from her 
waist, tossing 1t onto the ground next to Ladybug and Chat Noir's prone forms. 
Not good, this was very very not good. She prayed Ladybug wasn’t truly out 
cold, that there might still be a way to get out of this. 


Slowly, Alya began to kneel to the ground, gritting her teeth as Shadow 
Fox peered down at her in disdain. 


But her knees had barely touched the ground before a loud whoop cut 
through the air, and a blur of auburn and dark blue rushed towards Shadow 
Fox. The villain had no time to react, not as Elise’s candy-coloured converse 
rammed into her face, sending her sprawling. She spun in midair, landing nim- 
bly on her feet as she stared down at Shadow Fox. The villain groaned, her 
hands scrabbling across the ground, inky shadows forming as her fingertips 
brushed the asphalt of the deserted road. 


Elise spun around, her navy jacket snapping at the movement. She 
grabbed Alya’s flute and tossed it to her before racing towards Ladybug. Alya 
stared for a moment, almost missing her flute as it barrelled towards her. On 
reflex, she snatched it as ıt sailed through the air, but continued to stare at 
Elise. What was going on?! 


“What are you waiting for?” She asked, shouldering Ladybug as she 
scrambled to her feet. "Grab Chat, we need to go.” 
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Behind her, Shadow Fox was beginning to shriek in frustration. Alya 
blinked once before leaping to her feet and grabbing Chat. “Follow me.” 


They’d barely turned to go when darkness speared for them both. Elise 
jumped in front of Alya, lifting her foot to kick back the shadows. But she 
didn’t notice the other ones, shaped like scythes, that arced through the air on 
their sides. 


One sliced into Elise’s side, tearing her jacket. She shrieked, stumbling 
to the side. Alya leapt forward, parrying the shadowy weapons with her flute, 
spinning it through the air like a staff. She barely managed to stop the blows, 
what with Chat’s prone form weighing her down. 


“Elise, hold him!” She shouted, letting Chat fall into Elise’s arm. She 
winced, but Alya didn’t have time to focus on it. That would be a problem for 
later, 11 they managed to escape. 


She snatched Chat’s staff from his belt, extending it with a flick of her 
wrist. She held off the shadows, ducking and dodging as they shifted from 
scythes to lances to giant fists as Shadow Fox grew more and more exasperat- 
eae 


Eventually the dark weapons pulled back, and Alya took the opening 
to reel back, sending Chat’s staff careening towards Shadow Fox. It rammed 
into her stomach and she gasped, the shadows dissolving as she doubled over, 
breathless. 


Alya spun towards Elise, yanking Chat from her arms. "Let's go.” 


They raced through the streets, Alya grabbing Elise so the girl didn’t 
fall behind. She couldn’t carry Elise and both Ladybug and Chat Noir, but she 
could still give Elise an extra boost. They weaved through the city, eventually 
climbing up the fire escape of an apartment building far, far away from Shad- 
ow Fox. Not that they would be able to hide for long, not with the shadows at 
her command. 


They laid Ladybug and Chat Noir down on the roof. Alya was about to 
ask how they would wake them up when Elise dug her hands into her pockets, 
her eyes widening. “Oh no.” 


“Oh no? What 1s 1t?" Alya felt panic rising inside her. Had Shadow Fox 
found them so soon? 


But no, it was Elise’s fingers wiggling in the air from the monstrous tear 


in her jacket. It had split one of her pockets wide open, leaving nothing but 
shredded material behind. 
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“My notebook!” She cried, shoving her hand into her other pocket. “No 
no no, not my notebook.” 


“Elise!” Alya said, gripping the girl’s shoulders. “Elise, focus. What was 
in the notebook?" 


She sniffed, her eyes darkening to a deep jade. “It was my notes. For my 
comic. I've been working on it for months and..." She trailed off, chewing the 
bottomcorner of her lip. “No, it doesn’t matter. What matters right now 1s stop- 
ping Shadow Fox." She pulled a small jar from her pocket, pressing it into Al- 
ya's hand. "It's a good thing she didn't wreck my entire Jacket." 


Alya held the jar up to the light. “What is 1t?” 


“Smelling salts. I found some for research, but it should help wake them 
up. If not, you can always pour some cold water on them. Or slap their faces. I 
think." 


Alya had so many questions. So many things that didn't make sense. 
Like why Elise was helping her, or how she managed to surprise Shadow Fox. 
Or how she even knew how to fight. 


But she didn't have time. Not with a villain on the loose. Not with the 
entire city 1n danger. 


So Alya squeezed Elise's shoulder. "Thank you. Now go hide, please. 
And stay out of trouble." 


Elise nodded silently, scampering back down the fire escape. Alya didn't 
wait to stop hearing the clang of the fire-escape before she uncorked the bottle. 
It absolutely reeked. She just hoped it was enough to wake Ladybug and Chat 
Noir. 
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Alya combed the streets for hours, well past the dusky haze of late eve- 
ning, until she found Elise’s notebook. The smelling salts had worked perfect- 
ly, and Ladybug and Chat had both awoken within seconds of the stinking salts 
being waved beneath their noses. 


Shadow Fox had been defeated, the akuma purified, the city put back 
to right. The only thing that hadn’t was Elise’s lost notebook, filled with work 
that Alya couldn’t begin to comprehend. 


She owed it to Elise, but it was something more than that. It was some- 
thing that tickled and scratched at the back of Alya’s mind. 
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That reminded her of when she went chasing after Ladybug every time 
she saw the hero swinging through the streets like something out of the pages 
of a comic. That reminded her of that push that had her dreaming up the Lady- 
blog. 


It was late, the sky blooming with sparkling seeds of light as the stars 
slowly emerged. The notebook was wedged up by the sidewalk, not two feet 
from where Elise had been attacked by the shadow weapons. 


Alya scooped it up, the book barely larger than her hand. The cov- 
er was old, worn, with stickers marring its surface. It seemed relatively un- 
harmed aside from a few bent pages and a little bit of dirt around the edges. 
She flipped through it as she walked, finding sketches and notes written in 
smudged graphite and bright pinks and oranges and blues. Drawings and story 
arcs inspired by the heroes Elise had been watching take to the streets in recent 
years. 


But none so more than Rena Rouge. 


Alya felt a tightness in her chest as she recognized the similar fight- 
ing patterns, the familiar way Elise’s main character held her staff to the way 
Alya held her flute. Her heart ached as she leafed through the notebook. It was 
good, impressive work. And it reminded her far too much of how she’d trailed 
after Ladybug, how she’d worked tirelessly on her blog, so inspired by the her- 
oine. 


But now, Alya felt a little inspired by Elise herself as a small idea started 
to take form. 
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Alya found Elise’s comic online the next day. She posted it bi-weekly, 
along with sweet little messages talking about what her favourite panels were, 
or what scenes were inspired by the heroes in the city. 


Alya spent the rest of the day typing up a new blog post, updating the 
Ladyblog that night. The next evening she headed out on patrol, Elise’s note- 
book in hand, her next post queued to upload in the next hour. 


It didn’t take long to find the girl, who waved cheerfully from the shad- 
ows, hands tucked into the pockets of her navy jacket. The rip had been fully 
fixed, thanks to Ladybug, and the pockets were ready to be filled again with 
notebooks and pencils and whatever dreams Elise was carrying with her to- 
night. Her face was open, expectant, if not a little confused. 


“I saw the post on the Ladyblog. It said you wanted to see me?” 
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Alya nodded, holding out the notebook. "I figured this was pretty im- 
portant. Thought I should return it." 


Elise's eyes widened as she took the notebook from Alya's gloved 
hands, clutching it to her chest. “You found 1t?!” Tears were beginning to pool 
in the girl’s eyes. "Thank you so much. I- I thought I'd lost it forever.” 


Alya grinned. “I hope you don’t mind, but I looked at some of your 
notes and sketches. And they are amazing. Never stop.” Elise’s eyes widened 
impossibly more. “But. Maybe try to stay farther away from any danger. And- 
or akuma victims.” 


Elise’s smile was a little shaky as she wiped her eyes. “I can’t make any 
promises.” 


Alya grinned. She turned to go before remembering the queued post; it 
should’ ve uploaded by now. “Oh, and you might want to check out that blog 
again. I may have shared the link to your comic, and the blog’s writer had 
some really great things to say about it.” 


Elise was already whipping out her phone, her mouth opening into a 
small *o' as she stared at her screen before looking back. “Rena, I- thank you. 
Thank you so much.” 


Alya only smiled before leaping away into the night. 
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She almost had 1t. If only she had run a little faster, she would have cap- 
tured the last moments of the fight against the akuma. Or, at least, when Lady- 
bug was comforting the victim who had been under the butterfly’s spell. 


But it was too late. The second Alya arrived at the scene, Ladybug was 
swinging away, with Chat Noir following a similar path. And the victim was 
heading to wherever he had been before falling under Hawkmoth’s spell. 

Alya groaned in annoyance. That was the third time she’d missed a 
scoop this week. And the third time she heard the school bell from afar, signal- 
ing she was once again late for class. 


The teen cursed under her breath as she started running towards College 
Francoise Dupont. 


When she reached the door to Ms. Bustier’s classroom, her steps contin- 
ued on her tippy toes as she avoided eye contact with the teacher. 


“Ms. Cesaire.” 
Alya stopped in her tracks, cringing. 


“This 1s the third time this week you've arrived late to my class. I’m 
afraid you’re going to have to go to the Principal’s office.” 


The girl’s shoulders slumped in defeat as she turned back the way she’d 
come from. How did Marinette get away with being late so often? 
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Detention was officially going onto the list of things Alya hated the 
most. If she could have kept working on the Ladyblog, she wouldn’t have 
minded so much. 

But her phone had been taken away. 


Never. Again. 


“Finally,” Alya exhaled in relief, as she walked down the steps of the 
school entrance. “Day. Over. Now I can get the rest I need and-” 


There was a loud bang, followed by Parisians screaming and running. 
This could only mean one thing. 


“Perfect!” Alya squealed, taking out her phone, ready to record. She was 
about to start towards the opposite way from where everyone was running, 
when there was a soft thud behind her. 


“Alya, we need your help,” the voice of Ladybug said behind her. 


“What, now?” Alya turned on her heels. At that moment, Ladybug 
pulled her into the bushes near the school entrance. 


“It’s a pretty big one,” Ladybug chuckled, extending the little wooden 
box containing the fox miraculous towards her. 


Her eyes shifted back and forth between her phone and the box. In the 
end, she gave a long sigh. 


“Welp, duty calls, right?" 
D J n en SE. SE 


“Tm exhausted," Alya complained, slumping onto her bed after finishing 
the fight against the akuma. 


“Are you allowed to take the miraculous with you now?” a voice asked. 


"Huh?" Alya turned, to see Trixx floating in midair, staring excitedly at 
her. 


“Oh, shoot!” She sat up and slapped a hand to her forehead. “I forgot to 
give you back!” 


“You forgot?" 
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“I forgot!" 
Alya fell back on her bed, letting out a loud groan. 


The kwami floated closer to his charge, and paw over his mouth while 
he stared in concern. 


“How?” he asked. 


“I don’t know!” the girl whined. “I guess I got caught up with every- 
thing, and I’m so tired, and uuugh. Just another loss to add up today.” 


“Loss?” Trıxx questioned. “What are you talking about? You beat the 
akuma. You succeeded in your task. How 1s that a loss?" 


“You don't get it!” Alya snapped. “My life isn’t just helping out Lady- 
bug occasionally. I also have to go to school, update the Ladyblog, do chores, 
take care of my little sisters, and today, I’ve failed in at least three of those. 
How does Ladybug do this? There’s no way she’s a superhero twenty-four sev- 
Gm 


“Of course not," Trıxx supplied. "Every miraculous holder has a life out- 
side their miraculous responsibilities. But it usually takes them time to find 
ways to balance them with their hero duties.” 

“Except that I've been doing this for a while, and I’m still having trou- 
ble.” Alya laid on her side and started curling on her bed. “I feel like it’s only 
a matter of time before I get suspended, or I lose viewers on the Ladyblog, or 
someone figures out my identity.” She sighed. “I don’t think I’m cut out for 
this. It’s too much.” 

“Now, that’s just not true,” Trıxx soothed. 


"Please." Alya rolled her eyes. “I bet I’m the worst fox holder you've 
ever had.” 


The kwami placed a paw on his chin in thought. As soon as his ears 
perked up, he swooped down to Alya and started pulling on her hair. 


“I have an idea,” he said. “Get up, get up!” 


The teen did as instructed, despite her confusion. When on her feet, 
Trixx asked her to close her eyes. Alya followed. 


“Alright. Now, open them,” the kwami whispered in her ear. 
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The vision that enveloped her took her breath. She was no longer in her 
room, now surrounded by what looked like a large atrium, filled with many 
people dressed in orange. All from different eras and places. 

“Whoa,” Alya breathed. 


“These are all of the fox holders I have had, in the thousands of years 
I’ve been alive.” 


Her eyes wandered, seeing the different types of people clad in orange. 
Some women, some men. Some young, some old. Some ancient, some more 
modern. All of them carrying the same flute. 


Alya’s eyes zeroed into one of the most ancient ones, with clothing that 
looked to be from ancient China. 


“Who 1s she?" the teen breathed. 
“She was one of the very first holders my miraculous had," Trixx said. 
“Wow,” Alya gaped. “She looks so cool!” 


“She does, doesn't she?" the kwamı beamed. “She beat some of the most 
ferocious villains of her time. You know what she also tried to do?" 


“What?” 


“Renounce her miraculous because she thought she wasn't good 
enough.” 


Alya frowned and directed her gaze to Trixx. 

“It’s not an innate greatness that makes a hero, but that drive to be bet- 
ter. To do better. The drive that every single one of my holders, including you, 
Alya, have had.” 

The illusion dissolved, and they were back in the girl’s room. 

“I know it’s hard,” the little fox continued. “But that doesn’t mean you 
can't do it. It takes time to find your balance, but I know you'll find it, whether 


1t takes you one month, one year, or one decade.” 


"['d rather not take a decade," Alya chuckled, raising an eyebrow and 
placing fists on her hips. 


Trixx giggled. “But you'll find it. You just can’t give up.” 
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The young heroine let out a puff of air. Almost on cue, there was a tap on 
the sliding door. When Alya looked up, Ladybug waved from behind the glass. 


“I guess it’s time,” she said. 


“You're great, Alya,” Trixx added, placing a paw on her hand. “Don’t 
ever think otherwise.” 


With a nod of understanding, Alya took off the necklace, making him 
disappear into it, and placed ıt back in the box. 


“Hey, Alya,” Ladybug greeted awkwardly, once the sliding door was 
open. “Sorry to come here like this, but I need to take the miraculous back.” 


Alya was about to extend the box towards her, but suddenly hesitated. 
“Can I ask you something real quick, before I give it back?” 


Ladybug tilted her head. “Of course. Lucky for you, I recharged before 
coming here.” 


“Awesome. Um...” Alya squeezed the box. “How do you do this right? I 
mean, like, how do you balance being Ladybug and a normal person?" 


The eyes of the superheroine softly turned from intrigue to understand- 
ing. 

“I do my best,” she responded. “I still struggle with it, and, well, some- 
times I fail my friends or family, or school. But I try to make up for it as best 
as I can.” A gloved hand landed on Alya’s shoulder. “For the record, I know 
for a fact you’re doing an amazing job on both fronts.” 


Alya’s lips curled into a toothy grin. “Thanks. I really needed to hear 
that.” 


“Anytime.” 


Taking the box, Ladybug thanked her for helping in the fight and started 
heading back out. 


“Hey, Ladybug?” The heroine turned back to Alya. “Thank you for 
choosing me. I promise I'll never doubt myself again.” 


"It's okay 11 you do,” Ladybug shrugged. “Just don’t let it stop you.” 


“I won't,” Alya assured, pumping her fist. 
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With that said, Ladybug swung away, and Alya was left alone. Except 
this time, she was standing straight, ready to tackle whatever obstacle life 
threw at her. 


If Ladybug could take it, she could take it too, and with more style. 
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